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Provide a b r i e f h i s t o r i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n of the school 
j u r i s d i c t i o n you work i n or the one you r e s i d e i n . 
as 
My o r i g i n a l expectations of answering t h i s question^! were 
t h a t maybe I could f i n d someone who would at l e a s t be able 
to provide some of the h i g h l i g h t s of the e v o l u t i o n of our 
c u r r e n t county school system. Part of my reason f o r 
assuming t h i s would be a d i f f i c u l t task was the f a c t t h a t we 
have a new superintendent who assumed h i s p o s i t i o n l e s s than 
a month ago and I n a i v e l y assumed that such i n f o r m a t i o n 
would be c h r o n i c l e d and stored at the county o f f i c e . I was 
both wrong and s u r p r i s e d to f i n d (with the help of a very 
h e l p f u l and knowledgeable school t e a c h e r / l i b r a r i a n ) the 
wealth of in f o r m a t i o n both f a c t u a l and anecdotal on our 
l o c a l schools. I w i l l t r y to recount some of the f a c t o r s i n 
order of occurrence which a f f e c t e d the shaping of our 
cu r r e n t school system here i n Athabasca. 
As was the humble beginning of most school d i s t r i c t s , our 
l o c a l schools were o r i g i n a l l y s t a r t e d by the people of the 
community and the one-room schoolhouses were o f t e n a l s o the 
s o c i a l center of the area serving as church and community 
center as w e l l as school. The schools were a community 
a f f a i r w i t h many volunteer hours being devoted t o 
c o n s t r u c t i o n and maintenance of the schoolhouse as w e l l as 
the p r o v i s i o n of wood to heat the classroom and h a u l i n g 
water f o r the school. 
The Athabasca School D i s t r i c t proper was organized p r i o r t o 
1905 under the T e r r i t o r i a l government at Regina. I t i s my 
understanding that the f i r s t school i n t h i s area opened i n 
1903. According to record, the f i r s t school i n s p e c t o r f o r 
t h i s area (1909) was James F i f e . In 1912 J . J . LeBlanc 
became the school i n s p e c t o r due to a r e o r g a n i z a t i o n of 
boundaries w i t h i n the province. 
According to Mr LeBlanc, i t i s h i s r e c o l l e c t i o n that there 
was one, three room school operating i n t h i s area when he 
a r r i v e d and he covered an area extending from Lac La Biche 
i n the east, to Smith i n the West, C a l l i n g Lake i n the North 
and M o r i n v i l l e i n the south. Given t h i s l a r g e area of 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y which was r e g u l a r l y being changed due to 
r e d i s t r i b u t i o n of boundaries, and the poor c o n d i t i o n s f o r 
t r a v e l l i n g t o the d i s t r i c t s w i t h i n the area, being the 
school i n s p e c t o r was a s i z a b l e task. Generally speaking, 
d u t i e s of the in s p e c t o r were numerous ranging from 
i n s p e c t i o n s at l e a s t once a year of each d i s t r i c t school to 
the p r e p a r a t i o n of many, regular reports on both the school 
and the teacher as w e l l as being the problem s o l v e r f o r the 
school d i s t r i c t and the attendance o f f i c e r . 
During h i s time as ins p e c t o r , Mr LeBlanc took a keen 
i n t e r e s t i n the o r g a n i z a t i o n of new schools and t h i s 
i n t e r e s t was c a r r i e d on by W. H. Swift who was the i n s p e c t o r 
f o r Athabasca from 1930 to 1935. According to Mr S w i f t 
o r g a n i z a t i o n of a new school d i s t r i c t i n v o l v e d : 
- a p r e l i m i n a r y v i s i t by the inspector 
- determination of boundaries f o r the d i s t r i c t 
- o b t a i n i n g a signed p e t i t i o n f o r the formation of the 
d i s t r i c t 
- a t t e n d i n g the f i r s t meeting where a p r o v i s i o n a l board 
could be e l e c t e d 
- forwarding the returns to the Department of Education 
- a s s i s t i n g i n the s e l e c t i o n of the school s i t e ( a c t u a l l y 
a c t i n g a a r b i t e r of the s i t e ) 
- a s s i s t i n g i n the planning and o r g a n i z a t i o n f o r e r e c t i o n of 
the f i r s t school (with help of a $150 establishment grant) 
The Athabasca School D i v i s i o n was formed i n 1938 and 
absorbed about 85 school d i s t r i c t s i n t o f i v e s u b d i v i s i o n s 
three of which had never been i n operation (as a note of 
i n t e r e s t these 85 d i s t r i c t s turned i n debts of about $65,000 
and only seven turned i n s u f f i c i e n t cash to cover o p e r a t i n g 
debts f o r one month). When d i v i s i o n s were e s t a b l i s h e d , 
school i n s p e c t o r s a u t o m a t i c a l l y became superintendents and 
though towns, v i l l a g e s and consolidated d i s t r i c t s were not 
i n c l u d e d i n the new d i v i s i o n s , the i n s p e c t o r s maintained 
t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p with them. Several of these d i s t r i c t s 
were added to the d i v i s i o n i n 1939 and others were 
t r a n s f e r r e d to the Lac La Biche d i v i s i o n i n 1944. During 
t h i s time p e r i o d one of the main o b j e c t i v e s of the 
i n s p e c t o r / superintendent was to keep the schools open. Few 
of the r u r a l schools operated f o r a f u l l school term due to 
extreme weather c o n d i t i o n s , and other i n h i b i t i n g f a c t o r s . 
From 1941 to 1948 during the time that E r i c Hodgson was 
superintendent, our school system saw the i n t r o d u c t i o n of a 
bussing system which received much o p p o s i t i o n from parents 
but e v e n t u a l l y r e s u l t e d i n improved roads i n the r u r a l areas 
as w e l l as an increase i n the curriculum that could be 
o f f e r e d i n the l a r g e r schools. Also during t h i s time, the 
o l d t r a v e l l i n g l i b r a r y system was deemed inadeguate and a l l 
of the books were c o l l e c t e d , catalogued and put on shelves 
i n the p r o v i n c i a l b u i l d i n g ( t h i s was the forerunner of the 
Athabasca d i s t r i c t l i b r a r y ) . In 1945, the f i r s t graduation 
e x e r c i s e s f o r the d i v i s i o n were held. 1947 saw the 
i n c o r p o r a t i o n of the Municipal D i s t r i c t of Athabasca through 
the c o n s o l i d a t i o n of the M.D. of C a r t i e r , M.D. of Nelson, 
M.D. of Grosmont and parts of the M.D.'s of Tawatinaw and 
Westlock. 
From 1948 to 1952 when F.B. Facey was superintendent, the 
d i v i s i o n experienced continuing c e n t r a l i z a t i o n at Athabasca, 
Boyle, C o l i n t o n , Perryvale, Rochester and Smith. These 
c e n t r a l i z e d schools were u s u a l l y b u i l t a few rooms at a time 
as more r u r a l schools were closed. A 1948 report showed 
tha t i n 1939 there were 99 rooms i n operation w i t h i n the 
d i v i s i o n compared to 80 rooms i n 1948 and during the same 
time p e r i o d , the annual grant from the Department of 
Education had increased from $69,000.00 to $180,000.00. Two 
of the main occurrences during t h i s time period were the 
beginning of c o n s t r u c t i o n on Edwin Parr High School i n 1949 
and the beginning of an i n t e r n s h i p program f o r beginning 
teachers i n 19 50 which was one of the f i r s t such p r o j e c t s 
undertaken w i t h i n the province. 
In 1953 the d i v i s i o n a l Board voted to finance schools by 
debenture borrowing and continued to l a y the groundwork f o r 
the c l o s i n g of more r u r a l schools and the completion of 
c e n t r a l i z e d school b u i l d i n g s and increased high school 
enrollment. To quote from a report by C. G. Merkley who was 
then the superintendent "Many a heated meeting debated the 
placement of schools. The c l o s i n g of the small schools 
produced some of the most c o n t r o v e r s i a l reasoning ever 
recorded." In 1953 there were 24 d i s t r i c t s w i t h 74 rooms i n 
op e r a t i o n , more small schools being closed and 970 students 
being bussed. 
1954 saw another change i n d i v i s i o n boundaries w i t h the 
a d d i t i o n of 13 classrooms and seven school bus routes as a 
r e s u l t of f i n d i n g s of the Coterminous Boundaries Commission. 
In 1955 there were 88 s u b d i v i s i o n s w i t h i n the d i v i s i o n , 27 
ope r a t i n g schools and a t o t a l enrollment of 2,449. 
The County of Athabasca was formed i n 1959 and combined the 
M u n i c i p a l D i s t r i c t of Athabasca with the Athabasca School 
D i v i s i o n . O r i g i n a l l y the County o f f i c e s were i n Meanook and 
C o l i n t o n but e v e n t u a l l y a c e n t r a l o f f i c e was moved to 
Athabasca where the c e n t r a l o f f i c e s remain today. In the 
s i x t i e s there was continuing c e n t r a l i z a t i o n and improvement 
of school b u i l d i n g s , curriculum and school s e r v i c e s but the 
seven t i e s saw a d e c l i n e i n the school population. The 
d e c l i n e i n l o c a l population s t a b i l i z e d i n the 1980's but due 
to the n a t i o n a l trend toward smaller f a m i l i e s , the school 
p o p u l a t i o n continued to d e c l i n e . In 1982-83, s i x of the 
schools i n the j u r i s d i c t i o n approved plans to become 
designated as community schools. 
Over the years, e g u a l i z a t i o n of t a x a t i o n and grants f o r 
education have made i t p o s s i b l e f o r b e t t e r schools to be 
b u i l t and maintained w i t h i n the j u r i s d i c t i o n . Today, 
schools remain i n operation i n Athabasca, Boyle, Grassland, 
Rochester and Smith. The school j u r i s d i c t i o n i s perhaps 
ex p e r i e n c i n g another i n t e r e s t i n g and c h a l l e n g i n g time as the 
p o p u l a t i o n of the area and of the schools i s i n c r e a s i n g at a 
f a i r l y high r a t e with the i n f l u x a r e s u l t of the A l b e r t a 
P a c i f i c pulp m i l l . 
